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The UN's upcoming world conference on poverty and social problems has rejuvenated debate
among regional organizations and multilateral lending institutions regarding appropriate methods
to reduce the gap between rich and poor in Latin America and improve the standard of living
of the region's lower-income groups. From March 6-12, the UN will hold its first international
conference on poverty, called the World Summit for Social Development. About 100 world leaders
and delegations from hundreds of development organizations are expected to attend the forum,
which will be held in Copenhagen. In large part, the conference is aimed at carving out a new role
for the UN in the post cold-war era that will allow the organization to move beyond its primary
focus on peacekeeping operations, according to UN representatives. Conference organizers hope the
forum will act as a catalyst for cooperative international efforts to attack world poverty and foment
development in poor countries.
According to UN estimates, about 1 billion people around the world currently live in poverty. In
addition, between 13 and 18 million people die each year from poverty-related causes. "The whole
summit comes about because of people's insecurity since the cold war," said Chile's representative
to the UN, Juan Somavia, who presented the original proposal for the conference to the UN General
Assembly. "We have less military security and more personal and community insecurity. We've
replaced the threat of a nuclear explosion with the threat of a social explosion. There is no society
that is saying, 'we don't have problems of poverty, unemployment, or social integration.'" In
general, the conference's central goal is to lay the groundwork for international policies on social
issues.
Not surprisingly, however, the summit has generated lively debate about the particular social
problems that affect individual regions. In Latin America, for example, a broad, energetic discussion
has emerged among regional organizations and multilateral lending institutions about the most
effective means to attack poverty in this hemisphere. According to the most recent estimates by the
UN's Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), 196 million people, or
46% of the total regional population, lives below the poverty line, and 93.5 million people, or 22%
of the population, lives in extreme poverty. Moreover, ECLAC says the rapid spread of poverty that
resulted from the economic crisis and structural adjustment programs implemented in the 1980s
generally "wiped out" most of the reduction in poverty that was achieved during the 1960s and 1970s
(see NotiSur, 09/22/94).
ECLAC and most other regional development organizations now generally agree that the incidence
of poverty throughout the region is closely linked to extreme inequality in the distribution of wealth.
According to ECLAC, in the countries with the most highly concentrated income distribution, the
richest 10% of households receive 40% of total income. "The whole issue of inequality needs to be
revived," said Nancy Birdsall, executive vice president of the Inter-American Development Bank
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(IDB), during a speech at a two-day conference at the end of 1994 on democratic governance in Latin
America. "Latin America as a region has the worst income distribution of any region in the world."
As a result, most Latin American proposals being drawn up for the world conference contain a dual
approach to anti- poverty programs that would channel much greater resources to lower-income
groups while enacting reforms to reduce the gap between the richest and poorest sectors of society.
In December, for example, ECLAC drafted a preliminary proposal that outlines a policy framework
to attack poverty based on three key elements: "growth, investment in people, and reforms."
First, ECLAC maintains that the region must strive for much higher levels of growth. According to
World Bank estimates, just to maintain present poverty levels and avoid any further deterioration
in regional living standards, the region's economy must grow by at least 3.4% per year, compared
with the average of 3.3% that the economy has expanded over the past three years. And, to achieve a
significant reduction in poverty by the turn of the century, the regional GDP would have to expand
by at least 6.5%, or about twice the present level. To increase growth levels substantially, ECLAC
and the World Bank are calling for massive investments in infrastructure of at least US$60 billion
per year, plus a concerted effort to foment greater domestic savings, with the goal of eventually
pushing the regional savings rate up to the 30% mark achieved by Asian countries. Perhaps more
important, both institutions stress that higher growth levels must be accompanied by greater income
equality so that all sectors receive the benefits of growth, which would, in turn, lead to increased
productivity. "Past experience of growth with inequality has taught the region that growth and
greater equity should be addressed simultaneously, by selecting policies that strengthen their
complementarity and reduce trade-offs between both of these major objectives," according to
ECLAC.
Second, ECLAC emphasizes that investment in people, or human resources, is crucial to alleviate
poverty, achieve greater equity, and eventually contribute to sustainable growth in the region.
In particular, ECLAC calls for massive investment in education and training to expand social
opportunities, speed technological change, and allow workers to prepare for jobs that will permit
them to compete in the global economy. In addition, ECLAC calls for special emphasis on educating
and training women. Since women spend more of their income on their families, investments
to increase their productivity and earnings would contribute significantly to poverty alleviation.
ECLAC also calls for efforts to ensure equitable access to more and better health care, while
improving nutrition for the poor.
Finally, ECLAC says that structural reforms are essential to guarantee that the needs of the poor
are given priority. Among the most important measures advocated by ECLAC are fiscal reforms
to make the tax system more equitable, reforms in financial and capital markets that would help
overcome the problem of inadequate loans to lower-income groups while promoting savings, and
reforms in land markets to regularize titles, permit taxation of land on the basis of its production
value, and facilitate land purchases by the poor. In general, the multilateral lending institutions
embrace ECLAC's policy framework. At the end of January, for example, the IDB sponsored another
conference on regional poverty entitled "Social Harmony as a Basis for Development, Democracy,
and Equity" during which IDB president Enrique Iglesias supported most positions outlined by
ECLAC.
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"Any economic development system that does not include social justice will be short-lived," said
Iglesias at the conference. "Social justice does not just mean attacking poverty, but rather providing
equal opportunities and access for all people to a dignified income and means for progress. Social
equity can no longer be seen just as a moral and ethical position. It must be a strategic economic
objective, a basis for economic development, because no economic reforms will last without social
reforms." According to Iglesias, in 1995 the IDB will loan at least US$6.5 billion to Latin American
and Caribbean countries, of which at least 50% will be channeled into social development projects,
particularly health programs for poor communities.
The IDB's loan plans for 1995 reflect a fundamental shift in the bank's lending policies, which was
announced in April 1994 during the annual assembly of the IDB's Board of Governors. Under the
new policy, at least 50% of the projects funded by the bank plus an average of 40% of the total
value of loans per year must be channeled into anti-poverty programs in the region, especially
the improvement of health and education services (see NotiSur, 03/17/94). Labor leaders from 120
different Latin American and Caribbean unions attended the IDB conference in late January. The
conference was primarily aimed at incorporating the viewpoints of labor groups into the IDB's
lending programs and strategies, thereby reinforcing the bank's representative authority during
the UN's upcoming world summit. Meanwhile, other regional organizations are also preparing
individual position papers for the summit.
In mid- January, the 27-member Sistema Economica Latinoamericana (SELA) a consultative body
for discussion of regional economic affairs released a new document on poverty that it plans to
present at the UN conference. Among other things, SELA will argue that efforts to overcome poverty
in Latin America and other developing regions will be impossible without a global cooperative
commitment to improve trade and economic relations between the advanced industrialized
countries of the North and the poorer countries of the South. In particular, SELA will propose
that the rich countries design new and innovative programs that link debt- reduction schemes to
anti-poverty campaigns, whereby a country could reduce or eliminate foreign debt in exchange
for commitments to rechannel national resources into social development programs. "Given the
conditions of the emerging global economy, it is now impossible to implement sustainable social
policies that are solely nation-based," reads the SELA document. "The effort to overcome poverty
and integrate the world's poor into development programs must be seen as a worldwide economic
imperative." (Sources: Journal of Commerce, 09/15/94; Notimex, 10/14/94, 10/17/94, 10/18/94,
10/26/94, 10/29/94; Spanish news service EFE, 11/02/94; Inter Press Service, 10/26/94, 11/03/94,
11/09/94; CEPAL News (UN-ECLAC), December 1994; New York Times, 01/23/95; Agence FrancePresse, 10/25/94, 10/25-27/94, 10/31/94, 11/01/94, 11/08/94, 11/09/94, 01/15/95, 01/24/95, 01/26/95,
01/27/95)
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